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VANISHING HABITAT FOR MIGRATORY BIRDS RENEWS 
FEARS OF 'SILENT SPRING,' UM RESEARCHER SAYS
By Janice Downey 
UM News and Publications
It was a spring without voices.
On the mornings that had once throbbed 
with the dawn chorus of robins, catbirds, doves 
jays, wrens, and scores of other bird voices 
there was no sound; only silence lay over 
the fields and woods and marsh.
— from "Silent Spring” 
by Rachel Carson, 1962
Rachel Carson's "Silent Spring" emerged almost three 
decades ago with newfound awareness that using chemicals like DDT 
was harming the environment. Yet an ornithologist at the 
University of Montana warns that vanishing habitat for migratory 
landbirds still threatens a rite of spring: The return of
landbirds to North America from their winter habitat in the 
tropics, including Mexico.
"Just because the landbirds migrate doesn't mean that they 
are flexible enough to do without their usual wintering grounds," 
UM zoology Professor Richard L. Hutto says.
Increased pressure on rural lands to feed an ever-growing 
human population is rapidly altering the winter habitat of long­
distance migratory birds, Hutto explains. Mexico is the 
principal wintering grounds for western migratory birds —  many
more
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of them spend the breeding season in Montana.
With about 82 million people, Mexico ranks second to Brazil 
in population for countries in this hemisphere south of the U.S. 
border. Much of its work force is jobless or underemployed, 
according to the 1988 World Almanac & Book of Facts.
"Mexico's poverty is more important than the biological 
problem," Hutto says. "If we knew for a fact that deforestation 
is hurting the migrant or the resident [bird] populations, 
there's still the socio-ecological problem.
"How can you convince someone operating on a short-term 
basis, trying to get enough food to eat for the month, that he 
needs to set aside land for future generations?
"Most of us view it as the following choice: People either
exploit the land or die. The actual choice is to set aside land 
now and suffer a little, or continue to exploit the land and
suffer even more in the future. They must begin to set aside 
areas of undisturbed land."
Since 1974, Hutto has studied the ecology of migratory 
landbirds and since 1984 has been assisted by UM graduate 
students m  conducting field studies on those birds in their 
winter habitat in western Mexico.
The UM group s most recent on-site study two winters ago
was funded by UM, the Worlrt wi ihi i p j . , , ,* ' woria Wildlife Fund, and the Smithsonian
Institution. He spent the last Christmas break in Mexico
preparing for another study next winter on the foraging ecology
more
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Of tttigratory and resident birds that feed together in 
mixed-species flocks.
Most of Hutto's and his team's research has focused on the 
foraging and flocking habits of several landbird species, such as 
warblers. However, the research also found that as more of 
western Mexico's forests and woodlands become croplands, the 
secretive migratory birds and resident birds that require that 
habitat have begun to disappear as well.
The disappearing birds are replaced by birds like sparrows, 
blackbirds or migratory doves, depending on what crops are 
planted, Hutto says. If those fields are later abandoned, he 
says, other migratory birds that feed on insects in scrub 
vegetation will move in.
A recent 15-year survey suggested that on average the 
population levels of migratory landbirds have not changed, yet 
populations of particular study sites are definitely declining.
The declines in bird populations that people are reporting 
are probably consequences of land in the U.S. becoming more 
isolated and fragmented," he says. "If you look at sites where 
bird numbers are declining, every one is isolated. So tropical 
deforestation may not be the principal culprit."
Fragmented forests and isolated habitat have more open 
edges that Hutto says increase the risks of egg loss for 
open-nesting migrants. Egg-loss incidents increase with the 
introduction of cowbirds that replace another bird's egg with its
more
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own egg; skunks, racoons, or feral house cats; and youths with 
slingshots, he explains.
Besides pests and predation, he says, all birds in isolated 
habitat have less chance of maintaining their high population, he 
says, since would-be immigrating birds are farther away.
"Undisturbed forests are fast becoming islands in a sea of 
industrialization or urbanization," Hutto says. "It's an 
incredible problem in Mexico, but we have exactly the same 
problem here to a lesser degree. We can't point the finger at 
Latin America when we don't have our own house in order."
Wherever it occurs, deforestation isn't the birds' only 
enemy. Bird populations are also threatened by people who eat 
some species of birds or capture parrots and other rare birds 
for their own pets or to be sold elsewhere, Hutto says.
Economic aid from the U.S. and education for Mexicans about 
their birds can head off extinction, he says. A conservation 
campaign can start with printing information in comic books or on 
cereal boxes, he says. With such methods, bird information would 
reach more people, he explains, and the effort could grow into a 
grass-roots conservation movement.
"The more people who appreciate nature, the more support 
there'll be for the conservation of nature," Hutto says.
Conservation groups like the World Wildlife Fund also 
recognize the need for education. Before funding research, 
such groups now require foreign scientists to involve natives in
more
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research projects and to return information or make conservation 
suggestions to them in their native language, he says.
The language barrier remains a problem because field guide 
books are not in Spanish, he explains, so those wishing to
identify a bird must either know English or use more cumbersome 
taxonomic keys.
Migratory birds are wildlife resources that know no 
political boundaries, Hutto says. If this "international 
treasure" is to be preserved, he says, political barriers also 
need to be removed.
The next step is to change attitudes about undisturbed land 
and its wildlife in all of North America," Hutto says, "and true 
international cooperation will be necessary."
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